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western clubs, gay bars, hip hop clubs, and rock bars.
 
Chances Club, also opened in the 1980’s. Owned and operated by Sandra Martinez, Chances was a 
legendary lesbian live music bar. The Austin Chronicle described the bar as having created “one of the 
friendliest, wildest hybrids of underground music and gay culture.” The bar at 900 Red River closed
in 1994. In 2014, Cheer Up Charlies moved into that very same space, bringing back the ethos of 
inclusivity and a feeling of an open community.

In the 1990s, Red River began to be known as Austin’s live music district, with Emo’s and Stubb’s 
leading the way for the Mohawk, Beerland, Club DeVille, Room 710 and others; however, this strip 
was where the earliest Austin hippies went before the Vulcan Gas Company and the Armadillo World 
Headquarters opened.

In the early 1970s, wrecking balls wiped away all Red River businesses and residences from 10th St. 
to 19th St. (MLK today) as part of the Brackenridge Urban Renewal Project. Many of the displaced 
businesses were black-owned, causing detractors to term the project “urban removal.”
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Rainey Street Historic District
Rainey Street was originally a floodplain area when the city was first platted in the early 1800’s. That 
designation ensured that the land values were low and that those who settled in the area were setting 
up homesteads or were squatting. Most houses that existed within the district before Rainey Streets 
current iteration were built between 1885 and 1937. Rainey Street was an extension of the Mexican 
and immigrant communities that clustered east of the capitol and around East Avenue. A major flood in 
1935 damaged or destroyed several homes in the neighborhood.

The construction of Interstate Highway 35 in the 1950’s and 1960’s isolated Rainey Street from the 
larger Mexican Community just east of the highway. This physical bifurcation left the Rainey Street 
area susceptible to the encroachment of downtown-style development and land speculation.

In the late 1960s, at the northern end of the 
Rainey street neighborhood, Juárez-Lincoln 
University was established in the former East 
Avenue Baptist Church building at 715 East 
First Street. The University sprang from what 
was the Texas Chicano University, founded by 
the Mexican-American Youth
Organization. In November of 1980, the 
Rainey Area Neighborhood Association 
created and submitted to City Council the 
“Rainey Barrio Preservation Plan.” The plan 
called for anti- displacement measures to be 
taken. It called out the shortage of housing for 
low and moderate income families, issues that 
have continued
to spread throughout the city and continue

to be a burden on these same communities. 

The plan also called for the Rainey Neighborhood, a “predominantly Mexican-American barrio” to 
be designated to historical residential use. The plan called for stemming “the tide of higher intensity 
development that has been increasingly shifting the neighborhood toward an approximation of the 
Central Business District.” The barrio plan stated that what absentee landowners were interested 
in was land speculation and investment, which is not what was important to the homeowners 
and community who lived there. The Austin City Council voted down residents’ proposals for rent 
and speculation controls and the creation of a historic preservation district for Rainey Street. The 
neighborhood continued their efforts in the hopes of staving off encroaching development. 

In 1985, the Rainey Street Historic District was officially recognized in the National Register of Historic 
Places. See the following Historic Districts section for more information.
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Rainey Street National Historic District
After being rezoned to Central Business District (CBD) zoning in the early 2000s, the area along Rainey 
Street south of Cesar Chavez Street transitioned from a single-family residential street to a major 
entertainment district. In recent years, the eclectic bars and restaurants of the entertainment district 
were replaced by larger condominium towers and hotels due to a strong market demand. The added 
commercial and residential activity has significantly diminished mobility in the district, and efforts are 
underway to improve options and safety for those traveling into the area.

In 1985 the Rainey Street area was nominated for National Register status. The following text, taken 
from the nomination, describes the district as it existed in the mid-1980s.

“The Rainey Street Historic District, situated west of IH-35, south of East 1st Street, and north of 
the Colorado River, is a residential ‘pocket’ which is comprised of 34 buildings, 21 of which are 
contributing to the district and 13 of which are noncontributing. All of the buildings within the 
district are used for residential purposes; only one structure is multifamily, and this is a two-story 
brick apartment building located on the southwest edge of the district. The majority of the houses 
within the district were constructed between 1885 and 1937; 41% of them are occupied by owners 
and the great preponderance are single-family dwellings. Although there is a considerable variety of 
architectural styles represented, the overall scale of the buildings is consistent and each structure 
shares with the others a similar relationship to Rainey Street. Lumber is the most common building 
material. The major intrusion in the district is the brick apartment house at the intersection of 
Driskill and River streets; less intrusive but similarly noncontributing buildings include structures 
which are severely deteriorated or which postdate the 1930s. While the architectural types along 
Rainey Street range from Victorian cottages to 1930s bungalows, the preponderance of the 
buildings date from the period 1885 to 1920, and includes many fine examples of T-plan and L-plan 
cottages and Pyramidal houses.”

A 2012 assessment by the Texas Historical Commission suggested that 23 buildings were eligible as 
contributing structures. The assessment has not been updated to account for the numerous historic 
structures lost since then. Since 1985, some buildings have “come of age,” and the district’s ties to 
Mexican-American cultural history have come to the foreground.

HISTORIC DISTRICTS
The plan area encompasses two National Register Historic Districts: Sixth Street, established in 1975, 
and Rainey Street, established in 1985. The City of Austin’s Historic Preservation Office and Historic 
Landmark Commission are required to review certain construction projects within these districts. This 
review is limited to an advisory-only purview since there are no enforceable design standards or added 
protection for non-landmarked contributing buildings, as there are in locally- designated and zoned 
historic districts. The historic integrity and overall condition of both districts
is at risk; however, 6th Street boasts many individual historic landmarks that receive regulatory 
protection. The Rainey Street NRHD has lost contributing buildings and most of its of cultural identity 
to development pressure and changing demographics since its designation.
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Sixth Street Historic District
The Sixth Street Historic District intersects the Palm District and extends along 6th west to Colorado 
Street. The presence of historic buildings within the district has led to tension between preservationists 
and property owners, due to occasional instances where the standards set out for landmarks or the 
historic district guidelines are not followed.  

The  National Register nomination for Sixth Street described the state of the district as it existed in 
1975. Description from National Register nomination (1975): 

“Austin‘s Sixth Street Historic District represents in 1975 a significant concentration of Victorian 
commercial architecture dating from the last half of the nineteenth century, [as well as] a few 
structures from the early twentieth century. As Austin‘s principal link to the settlements of East 
Texas, Sixth Street was a major thoroughfare from the year of the founding of Austin. During the 
1870s and 1880s, Sixth Street was at the height of its importance and shared the honors of the 
major commercial district equally with Congress Avenue. The Sixth Street Historic District reflects 
that late 19th century character in its cohesive streetscapes of Victorian commercial buildings. 
Besides the two- and  three-story vernacular limestone masonry buildings, the District contains 
the elaborate Richardsonian Romanesque Driskill Hotel, Austin‘s first two skyscrapers, the 1878 
Renaissance Revival Post Office and Federal Building and the 1912 Classical Revival Post Office. 
In addition to its architectural value, the Sixth Street Historic District represents a cross section of 
Austin‘s business population in the late 19th and early 20th century.”

https://atlas.thc.state.tx.us/NR/pdfs/85002302/85002302.pdf
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In spring 2019, after two decades of intensive discussion about  the eastern side of downtown, the 
Austin City Council directed staff to develop a plan for an area of downtown which has been named 
the Palm District. There are major initiatives underway that will fundamentally transform the district:

•	 Future expansion of the Convention Center
•	 Continued development of the Waterloo Greenway, including future improvements to Palm Park
•	 Future improvements to Brush Square
•	 Expansion of the Emma S. Barrientos Mexican-American Cultural Center
•	 Development of the Austin Core Transportation Plan and related mobility improvements
•	 Implementation of Capital Metro Project Light Rail Transit lines
•	 Completed construction of a new downtown station for the Capital Metro Red Line
•	 Travis County is undertaking a planning process to determine the future of the Palm School 

property
•	 Achieving the vision for Austin’s Innovation District (nexus of innovation for healthcare, technology 

and life sciences industries) in the vicinity of the Dell-Seton Medical School
•	 Continued private development, enabled in part by construction of the Waller Creek Flood Control 

Tunnel
•	 Re-design and future lowering or tunneling of I-35 of IH-35 through Central Austin.

These initiatives will transform the district by bringing in new uses and activity, improving regional 
and local transportation connectivity, improving open spaces, and enhancing the public realm.  In the 
face of these changes, without leadership and a clear vision, the district could emerge fragmented and 
disjointed.  Moreover, without a unified sense of place reflecting important aspects of Austin’s history 
and culture, the results of this change could, over time, erode the District’s vibrancy.

Today, the Palm District is a dynamic area of downtown serving as the primary gateway for visitors to 
Austin, a cultural touchstone for Austin’s Mexican-American community, and a window into Austin’s 
past. At night the area along Red River transforms into the heart of Austin’s world-famous live music 
scene. To the north, a medical innovation district is emerging around the Dell-Seton Medical Center. 
To the south, a new high-rise neighborhood is being built and the Rainey Street Entertainment District 
continues to draw crowds. Along Waller Creek, improvements are underway to create the Waterloo 
Greenway, a unique chain of parks and trails, that will allow for greater access to the Creek.
 
At the same time, moving and traveling through the area can be challenging, and destinations can feel 
disconnected. I-35 looms as a physical barrier between downtown and the walkable neighborhoods 
of East Austin. The area is increasingly a victim of its own success as hotels and high rises replace 
restaurants, clubs, and music venues that previously generated more active street life. In the early to 
mid-20th century, this area was the heart of Austin’s Mexican-American community. Construction 
of I-35, closure of Palm School, and the Rainey neighborhood‘s rezoning to Central Business District 
(CBD) Zoning have transformed this area and removed its connection to East Austin over the last 50 
years.  As development continues, the area is at risk of continuing to lose the businesses and historic 
and cultural resources that tie to its past and contribute to its identity.
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STUDY AREA
The Study Area for the Palm District generally extends from 15th Street to Lady Bird Lake and Trinity 
to IH 35. The Study Area was identified based on direction included in the Council Resolution.
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Austin Innovation District 
The Innovation District is located on the  in the northeastern quadrant of downtown and the northern 
end of Palm District. It’s anchored by UT Austin’s Dell Medical School, Dell Seton Medical Center, 
Central Health’s Campus and Innovation Tower and is adjacent to Waterloo Park, the State Capitol 
Complex and several opportunity sites. The district aims to  blend with the medical campus, Waterloo 
Park and Red River Cultural District..

The vision for the Innovation District is to create an inclusive community where Austinites collaborate 
to create new models of health and economic growth. It’s both a physical place and a framework for 
collaboration between academia, industry, and technology.

In May 2017, the University Medical Center Brackenridge closed. The site was home to the 
community’s hospital for more than 130 years. It was replaced by Dell Seton Medical Center at 
the University of Texas, the teaching hospital for the new Dell Medical School Campus built on UT 
Austin’s land north of 15th Street. Capital City Innovation, a nonprofit to foster the development of an 
innovation district anchored by Dell Med is founded by UT Austin, Seton Ascension, Central Health, 
the Downtown Austin Alliance and Opportunity Austin.   Austin’s Innovation District continues to take 
shape and now has a flagship building, Innovation Tower, that will house healthcare, technology and 
creative industry partners. Redevelopment of the Innovation District includes realignment of Red River 
Street to follow its historic grid pattern through the district.

Red River Cultural District 
The Red River Cultural District is an entertainment area comprised of bars and clubs that serve as live 
music  venues along and near Red River Street between East 6th and East 12th Streets. The Austin City 
Council approved a resolution creating the district in 2013, followed by the Texas Commission on the 
Arts (TCA) designating the area in 2020 as one of the state’s few formally recognized cultural districts. 
As a 501(c)(3) charitable organization, the Red River Cultural District (RRCD) is managed by the Red 
River Merchants’ Association, which was first organized to preserve cultural tourism and later received 
its letter of determination in 2017.

Market pressures, in part stemming from the removal of property from the floodplain following 
completion of the Waller Creek flood control tunnel and music industry slow down due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic have caused this district to become increasingly fragile, and a number of iconic 
music venues have recently shuttered.

5th Street Mexican-American Heritage Corridor 
2011 Austin City Council passed a resolution calling for the development of the 5th Street Mexican-
American Heritage Corridor. Running from Republic Park on West 5th to Saltillo Plaza on East 5th, the 
corridor will interconnect and enhance downtown’s network of public places, celebrate the distinct 
history, culture and identity of the corridor, introduce public art, and reinforce an authentic sense of 
place. Studies show that the areas surrounding 5th Street were sites of the first Mexican and Mexican-

INITIATIVES & AREAS OF INTEREST
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American communities. These communities were anchored by institutions such as Mexican Park (now 
Republic Square), Nuestra Senora de Guadalupe Catholic Church (1907), the first Mexican School 
(1916), and the Parochial School of Our Lady of Guadalupe (1918).

Palm School 
Located south of Palm Park, between the Convention Center and I-35, Palm School was one of the first 
public schools in Austin and served as the primary elementary school for Austin’s Mexican-American 
community until the 1970s. The Palm School building is owned by Travis County, and most recently 
housed Travis County Administrative Offices, including the Palm Square Community Center  Travis 
County Commissioners have adopted restrictions on future use of the property that would preserve 
the historic school building itself, and is undertaking a process to explore options for the future of this 
site. While City staff has been directed to work with the County to explore alternatives, the future 
of the site is uncertain, and the City does not have any direct control over it. Austin City Council 
has indicated a strong desire to restore the Palm School and develop it as a cultural use that would 
interface with a redesigned Palm Park. There is considerable support for this concept from East Austin 
residents, who have significant and long-standing ties to the school site.

Waterloo Greenway 
In 2010, the Waller Creek District Plan was adopted. The District Master Plan set a vision for the 
restoration of the ecological functions of the creek, augmentation of public spaces along the natural 
path, and improving the linkages and connections in the area. In 2011, the construction of the Waller 
Creek Tunnel began, filling with floodwaters for the first time in 2015. In 2012 Austin voters approved
$13 million in bonds for redevelopment on the creek. In 2018, City Council approved $110 million in 
capital funding for parks and trails through the Waller Creek District.

Through a public-private partnership the City of Austin is working with the non-profit Waterloo 
Greenway Conservancy to plan, design, and build a 1.5 mile long park and trail system along Waller 
Creek from 15th Street to its confluence at Lady Bird Lake. The project is moving forward in phases, 
with an expected completion by 2026. Waterloo Park at the northern edge of the Greenway opened 
in 2020 and design and construction activities are underway on portions of the Greenway. Once 
complete, the 35 acres of connected green space – meandering from 15th St. along downtown’s 
eastern edge to Lady Bird Lake – will be home to a wide array of natural and cultural destinations.

Convention Center 
Austin Convention Center fronts along East Cesar Chavez Street and encompasses six city blocks 
bordered by Red River Street on the east, 4th Street on the north and Trinity Street on the west. Waller 
Creek, an important public amenity with plans for enhancement, runs immediately adjacent to the 
southeast edge of the Convention Center facility.

Today, the Convention Center sits on a six-block site at the convergence of several dense downtown 
neighborhoods; however, at the time of its construction in 1992, the 441,000 square foot Neal 
Kocurek Memorial Austin Convention Center was located on the eastern edge of downtown. In May 
2002, its Phase II expansion doubled to 881,400 square feet. With development occurring east of the 
Convention Center (the Fairmount) and to the south (Rainey Street), Downtown’s center of activity 
has shifted eastward. As the expansion of the Convention Center moves forward, there is interest in 
increasing its functionality in a manner that positively contributes to the surrounding public realm.
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The Austin Convention Center hosts events ranging from local to international conventions. The 
ongoing success of the Convention Center is a pivotal part of Austin’s tourism and hospitality industry. 
To increase its competitive advantage over other cities, the City of Austin explored a variety of 
expansion options.

In 2017, the Austin City Council contracted with the University of Texas at Austin’s Center for 
Sustainable Development to develop and compare scenarios for the Austin Convention Center area. 
The Center released the Frameworks for Placemaking: Alternative Futures for the Austin Convention 
District report in early 2019. It identified seven scenarios. The City Council directed that future 
expansion of the Convention Center be generally consistent with “Scenario 5.2” of the Frameworks 
report. This Scenario called for westward expansion of the Convention Center across Trinity Street, as 
well as various improvements to connectivity and public space in the vicinity to create a coherent, well 
designed neighborhood.  The Convention Center has reimagined the redevelopment and expansion 
within it’s existing footprint, and will be designing a larger facility on a smaller footprint, connecting to 
the existing streetscape, and providing public and green space within the property lines.

Interstate 35 (I-35)
While I-35 connects trucks, cars, and transit into downtown, the freeway forms a hard barrier between 
the Palm District and East Austin. Currently, I-35 is partially elevated between 15th Street and Lady 
Bird Lake.  TxDOT’s redevelopment of I-35 seeks to lower its main lanes. The City of Austin’s Corridor 
Program Office and Austin Transportation Department are partnering with the Downtown Austin 
Alliance on Our Future 35 - Austin’s Cap and Stitch Program, which is exploring options for I-35 that 
may include creating new open space on “caps” spanning the newly tunneled lanes. This could further 
reduce divide created by freeway’s original construction. 

Currently the City of Austin, in partnership with the Downtown Austin Alliance, is evaluating 
opportunities to provide new caps and stitches and improve mobility over I-35 as TxDOT moves 
forward with its I-35 Capital Express Central project to sink and widen the freeway.

The Emma S. Barrientos Mexican-American Cultural Center
The center is operated by Austin Parks and Recreation Department and is dedicated to the 
preservation, creation, presentation, and promotion of the cultural arts of Mexican-Americans and 
Latino culture. In 1992, a Mexican-American cultural center was part of the citywide bond package put 
before the voters. The referendum did not pass. In 1993, Council directed the city manager to explore 
the possibility of renovating the existing Public Works facilities located at 600 River Street as a home 
for the center. By 1998, the community had regrouped to place the center on another bond election. 
With the leadership of Hispanic elected officials and community leaders, the 1999 bond package was 
approved by the voters. The following year, the City authorized a professional services agreement with 
CasaBella + Del Campo and Maru, and Mexican Architect, Teodoro González de León, for architectural 
design and construction phase services. In January of 2000, the design team presented a master 
plan that galvanized the community behind a vision for the cultural center. The long-awaited ground-
breaking ceremony took place in November of 2005. Construction of the Mexican-American Cultural 
Center began in January of 2006, and the facility was completed in June of 2007. The reality of the 
long-time dream was finalized on September 15, 2007, with a ribbon cutting ceremony attended by 
thousands. In 2018, an update and new Master Plan for the expansion and upgrades to the cultural 
center was approved.
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Transit Connections
In 2010, the 32-mile Cap Metro Red Line commuter train opened on a single track connecting 
downtown Austin to the suburban community of Leander. Since then, Capital Metro has partnered 
with the City to expand the MetroRail Red Line Downtown Station. In 2020, Austin voters approved an 
historic tax rate increase in support of the $7.1 billion Project Connect plan. This comprehensive vision 
for public transit includes includes: 
•	 a new light rail program
•	 four new bus rapid transit lines 
•	 a new commuter rail line
•	 a neighborhood circulator service 
•	 additional park and ride facilities 
•	 enhancements to existing transit services.

Additionally, $300 million have been set aside for anti-displacement projects in the city. Once Project 
Connect is complete, the Palm District will be served by a new light rail line, a new commuter rail line, 
and multiple new bus rapid transit lines.

Homeless Services
Austin Resource Center for the Homeless (ARCH)
The ARCH first opened its doors in 2004 at 500 East 7th Street. Originally built to serve 300 
adults daily, the need has grown, and the multi-service center now provides day resources to over 
600 homeless men and women daily. Emergency overnight shelter space is available to 230 men 
each night. The ARCH is supported by funding from the City of Austin . Nine additional homeless 
service providers are co-located at the ARCH, providing various resources to the area’s homeless 
population. 24/7 services include providing shelter, showers, basic needs, comprehensive case 
management and support services, and permanent supportive housing programs. Due to the 
facility’s site in the urban core, expansion has been difficult. The center has converted a portion of 
its garage into pre-intake to accommodate growing numbers of people needing these services.

The Salvation Army Social Services Center (SSC)
The Salvation Army Social Services Center located at 501 East 8th Street was built in 1987. The 
SCC is a low barrier, housing-focused emergency shelter currently providing 242 beds for individual 
men and women experiencing homelessness. Case management, employment assistance, a 
computer learning lab, rapid rehousing, and cold weather shelter are provided.
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Rainey Street
In 1999, City Council established the Convention Center Combining District (LDC 25-2-644) which 
disallowed the creation of new commercial parking in the area. In February 2004, City Council initiated 
the rezoning of properties in the Rainey Street Area, which is bounded on the west by Waller Creek, 
the south by Town Lake, the east by IH-35, and north by Cesar Chavez Street. This ordinance also 
directed the City Manager to develop zoning recommendations and an analysis of the infrastructure 
within the Rainey Street Area. In April of 2005 City Council approves zoning changes for Rainey 
Street and the immediate surrounding area. The Rainey Street Area zoning changes ranged from 
family residence (SF-3) district to multifamily residence medium density (MF-3) district, community 
commercial (GR) district, commercial liquor sales (CS-1) district, general commercial services (CS) 
district, and limited office (LO) district to central business district (CBD). The Central Business 
District zoning is intended for the commercial core area of Austin, permitting a wide variety of office, 
commercial, residential, and civic activities commensurate with the regional and statewide significance 
of downtown Austin and the adjacent State Capitol. This opened up the neighborhood for downtown-
style commercial redevelopment and laid the groundwork for what Rainey Street is today - a busy 
nightlife destination with high-rise residential development.

While commercial development already existed in various locations throughout the Rainey 
neighborhood, in 2009, the first bar owner purchased four houses on a corner of Rainey Street, 
triggering the change from residential neighborhood to entertainment district. As businesses 
continued to enter this neighborhood, property taxes rose, and families were forced to move further 
east. Although zoned for downtown development, the Great Recession thwarted the expected 
redevelopment for several years. However, as the economy recovered and capital markets reopened, 
the process of reimagining the neighborhood began in earnest as high-rise developments emerged. 
This process continues today.

Sixth Street 
The Sixth Street Historic District intersects the Palm District and extends along 6th west to Colorado 
Street. This thriving commercial and entertainment corridor is rich with historic buildings and an active 
night life. It compliments the Red River Cultural District as a music heritage area. 
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EXISTING LAND USES
The Palm District has diverse land uses with the most prevalent being Commercial, Office, and 
significant high-rise residential component in the Rainey District. Over the past decade, in Downtown 
Austin there have been development proposals and actual construction that has and continues to 
transform the skyline of this part of the city. The same permissive zoning is also available within the 
Palm District. Two sets of regulations have and will continue to affect development in the District 
are Capital View Corridor which limits building heights and the Downtown Density Bonus which can 
significantly increase the building height by allowing greater floor-to-area ratios (FAR).
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Downtown Density Bonus Program Today
The administrative process found in Land Development Code section 25-2-586 applies to certain 
eligible properties downtown as identified by the Downtown Districts Map. In order to participate, 
program requirements need to be met which include:
•	 Gatekeeper requirements, including Great Streets standards
•	 Provision of community benefits
•	 A pathway to achieve greater height and density beyond those in the Districts Map
•	 Prove affordability requirements for owner and rental-occupied units.

The Downtown Density Bonus Program (DDBP), developed as part of the Downtown Austin Plan, 
was put in place by the City Council to incentivize development and redevelopment that will provide 
community benefits in downtown Austin through the modification of development standards on 
certain downtown properties.  The voluntary, bonus-based program is one of the few tools available to 
local municipalities in Texas since inclusionary zoning is not allowed in the state.  

Base Entitlements
Prior to the existence of the Downtown Density Bonus Program (DDBP), a property‘s entitlements 
in the downtown were controlled by base zoning but lacked a method by which to incentivize 
redevelopment of vacant properties and those ten years or older.  Properties in downtown are subject 
to overlays and combining districts.  One such combining district is the Central Urban Redevelopment 
(CURE) Combining District. It was created as a mechanism to modify base entitlement elements such 
as permitted or conditional uses, site development regulations, off-street parking regulations, signage, 
and landscaping.  This combining district could be applied to any base district within properties 
designated in the CURE map as adopted by ordinance.  In 2013, the City Council amended city code 
to no longer allow the use of the CURE combining district as a vehicle to achieve greater density and 
height.  In the absence of CURE, the council created the DDBP and made it applicable to all downtown 
districts as identified in the Downtown Austin Plan with the exception of the Northwest District.


